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1
IMAGE SENSOR WITH A CURVED SURFACE

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims the priority benefit of French
patent application number 12/53424, filed on Apr. 13, 2012,
which is hereby incorporated by reference to the maximum
extent allowable by law.

BACKGROUND

1. Technical Field

The present disclosure relates to integrated image sensors
with a curved surface and, more specifically, to a method for
manufacturing such image sensors.

2. Discussion of the Related Art

An integrated image sensor comprises a large number of
elementary cells or pixels which are arranged in an array at
the surface of a semiconductor substrate. The surface of the
image sensor is generally planar. To focus the image towards
the sensor, an optical system is placed in front of the image
sensor.

FIG. 1 schematically illustrates a planar image sensor and
an optical focusing system enabling to acquire a high-quality
image.

FIG. 1 shows an image sensor 10 and the optical system 12
associated therewith. As can be seen in the drawing, in order
for image sensor 10 to properly detect an image placed at
infinity and slightly inclined with respect to the optical axis of
the system, optical system 12 integrates a large number of
elementary optical devices 14. In the shown example, optical
system 12 comprises six elementary optical devices 14 (for
example, lenses), which will not be further detailed herein.

Elementary optical devices 14 enable focusing all the inci-
dent light rays passing through a diaphragm 16 towards image
sensor 10, and also to correct aberrations due to the fact that
image sensor 10 has a planar surface.

Indeed, images at infinity, capable of being detected by an
image sensor, are naturally focused on a curved surface and
not on a plane. The optical system associated with the sensor
of FIG. 1 is thus particularly complex, to take into account the
fact that the image sensor is planar.

Image sensors with a curved surface are thus needed.

FIG. 2 schematically illustrates the optics associated with
an image sensor having a general curved surface.

InFIG. 2, an image sensor 20 of even curved surface having
its center of curvature located on the sensor illumination side
is schematically illustrated. An optical system 22 enables to
focus all the incident light rays passing through a diaphragm
16 towards image sensor 20. As illustrated in FIG. 2, due to
the curvature of sensor 20, optical system 22 is less complex
than optical system 12 illustrated in FIG. 1, and only com-
prises three elementary optical devices 24.

To obtain an image sensor having a curved surface, it has
been provided to form image sensor pixels at the surface of'a
thin membrane, and to then position the thin membrane on a
support of curved shape. To improve the deformation capac-
ity of the membrane, a structuration thereof may be provided,
at the end of the process, around blocks formed of a large
number of pixels. However, membrane structurations per-
formed by etching at the end of the manufacturing process
have low-quality interfaces which cannot be restored, wall
restoring methods being performed at high temperatures
associated with processings of ion implantation and/or wall
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2

oxidation type. This implies that sensor pixels close to the
etched regions during the structuration may be impossible to
use.

Another disadvantage of known methods is that they pro-
vide a step of installation of a flexible membrane onto a
curved support of adapted shape. This necessitates a large
number of manufacturing steps, and thus a non-negligible
manufacturing cost.

Thus, there is a need for method for manufacturing an
integrated image sensor having a curved surface, which over-
comes all or part of the disadvantages of known methods.

SUMMARY

An embodiment provides a method for manufacturing a
curved image sensor, as well as the obtained sensor.

More specifically, an embodiment provides such a method
which ensures the operation of all the pixels.

Thus, an embodiment provides a method for manufactur-
ing an image sensor, comprising the successive steps of:
forming columns of a semiconductor material; forming one
or several pixels at a first end of each of the columns; and
deforming the structure so that the second ends of each of the
columns come closer to each other or draw away from each
other to form a surface in the shape of a polyhedral cap.

According to an embodiment, the step of forming of col-
umns comprises a step of definition, in a semiconductor sub-
strate extending on a semiconductor support with an inter-
posed insulating layer, of through trenches delimiting the
columns.

According to an embodiment, the step of forming of col-
umns comprises a step of definition, in a solid semiconductor
substrate, of trenches delimiting the columns.

According to an embodiment, the columns have dimen-
sions at the surface of the substrate smaller than 10 pum.

According to an embodiment, the method further com-
prises, after the trench forming step, a step of filling of the
trenches with an insulating material.

According to an embodiment, the method further com-
prises, before the structure deformation step, a step of
removal of the insulating material.

According to an embodiment, the step of removal of the
insulating material is followed by a step of filling of the
trenches with a material.

According to an embodiment, the method further com-
prises, after the step of forming of columns, a step of forming
of an interconnection stack on the side of the first end of the
columns.

According to an embodiment, the method further com-
prises, after the step of forming of an interconnection stack, a
step of installation of a handle followed by a removal of the
semiconductor support and of the insulating layer.

According to an embodiment, the step of installation of a
handle on the interconnection stack is preceded by a step of
forming, on the interconnection stack, of a layer of a material
capable of deforming with no fracture.

According to an embodiment, the step of installation of a
handle on the interconnection stack is preceded by a step of
etching of a cavity at the handle surface, the cavity being
defined and positioned to coincide, at the installation, with the
entire surface defined by the columns.

According to an embodiment, the step of forming of col-
umns is followed by a column wall restoring step.

According to an embodiment, the columns are formed by a
plasma etching, a pulsed plasma etching, or a reactive ion
etching.
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Another embodiment provides an integrated image sensor
comprising semiconductor material columns having one or
several pixels formed on a first end, the second ends of each of
the columns coming close to one another or drawing away
from one another to form a surface in the shape of a polyhe-
dral cap.

According to an embodiment, the columns have dimen-
sions at the surface of the substrate smaller than 10 um.

The foregoing and other features and advantages will be
discussed in detail in the following non-limiting description
of specific embodiments in connection with the accompany-
ing drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIGS. 1 and 2, previously described, illustrate optical sys-
tems associated with image sensors having a respectively
planar and curved general surface;

FIGS.3,4A,4B,5,6,7,8,9,10 and 11 illustrate results of
steps of a method for manufacturing an image sensor;

FIGS. 12 and 13 illustrate results of an alternative manu-
facturing method; and

FIG. 14 illustrates a result of a step of a variation of a
manufacturing method.

For clarity, the same elements have been designated with
the same reference numerals in the different drawings and,
further, as usual in the representation of integrated image
sensors, the various drawings are not to scale.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

A method for manufacturing a curved image sensor over-
coming all or part of the disadvantages of known methods is
provided herein.

FIGS. 3 to 11 illustrate results of steps of such a manufac-
turing method.

At a step illustrated in FIG. 3, it is started from a structure
comprising an upper silicon substrate 30 which extends on a
silicon support 34 with an interposed insulating layer 32
(structure better known as SOI). As an example, insulating
layer 32 may be made of silicon oxide or be formed of a stack
of'several insulating materials, for example, an oxide-nitride-
silicon oxide (ONO) stack. Silicon substrate 30 typically has
a thickness ranging between 2 and 10 pm.

At a subsequent step illustrated in FIGS. 4A and 4B, a set
of trenches 36 which extend, from the surface of silicon
substrate 30, all the way into insulating layer 32. FIG. 4Ais a
cross-section view of the obtained device and FIG. 4B is a top
view thereof.

Trenches 36 are defined to reach insulating material layer
32, orto thoroughly cross it, so that only columns 38 of silicon
substrate 30 remain in a region of the substrate.

The surface of column 38 forms active areas of the image
sensor in which the elementary structures of the sensor are
defined. In top view, columns 38 forms islands in the middle
of trenches 36, for example, evenly distributed in an array.

The surfaces of columns 38 are provided, afterwards, to
receive a single pixel or a small number of pixels of the sensor.
A maximum number of pixels per active area on the order of
5%5 is here provided. Thus, columns 38 have dimensions, at
the substrate surface, smaller than 10 pm.

Preferably, trenches 36 have a small width, for example,
smaller than 0.5 um, for example on the order of 0.2 um.
Trenches 36 may be formed by an etching under plasma,
under pulsed plasma, or again a reactive ion etching (better
known as RIE). Such etchings are advantageously compatible
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with the forming of trenches of high form factor, that is,
having small widths on a large depth.

Once trenches 36 have been etched, a step of restoring of
the walls of columns 38 is provided. Indeed, etching tech-
niques enabling to define trenches of high form factor such as
trenches 36 do not enable to obtain perfectly smooth and
high-quality walls.

Thus, a step of restoring of the walls of columns 38 is
provided, which, for example, comprises oxidizing the walls,
then etching the oxide formed thereon. Then, to perform an
electric passivation, it may be provided to implant dopants
into the walls of columns 38. An activation of the implanta-
tion is then carried out, which comprises annealing the struc-
ture at a high temperature, for example, on the order of 800°
C. It should be noted that such restoring and activation steps
could not be carried out at the end of the image sensor manu-
facturing process, the temperatures involved during these
steps causing deformations and damage to a finished struc-
ture.

To complete the restoring of trenches 36, an anneal under
hydrogen may eventually be carried out to passivate and
stabilize residual defects at the surface of the walls of col-
umns 38.

Atthe step illustrated in FIG. 5, trenches 36 have been filled
with an insulating material 40, for example, an oxide such as
silicon oxide. Material 40 may also be formed of a first thin
layer of an oxide which covers the contour of trenches 36, the
volume remaining in trenches 36 being then filled with
another material, for example, polysilicon.

FIG. 6 illustrates, in cross-section view, an enlargement of
the surface of a column 38 and of the regions of insulating
material 40 which surround it (region 42 in FIG. 5).

Atthe step illustrated in FIG. 6, one or several image sensor
pixels are formed in each of columns 38 defined in substrate
30. In the example of FIG. 6, a single pixel is schematically
shown in the upper region of a column 38. In this example,
which is by no means a limitation, the pixel is formed of a
photodetection and charge collection area 44, of an insulated
gate 46 formed at the surface of column 38, and of aread area
48. Other elements may of course be formed in each of
columns 38 according to the type of pixel which is consid-
ered.

At the step illustrated in FIG. 7, at the surface of substrate
30, a set of interconnection levels comprising conductive
tracks and vias 50 insulated by an insulating material 52 has
been formed. Conductive tracks and vias 50 are provided to
connect the different elements of the image sensor pixels
together and, for example, to a system for using the photode-
tected information.

At the step illustrated in FIG. 8, at the surface of intercon-
nection stack 52, a layer 54 of a material capable of deforming
without breaking has been formed. As an example, layer 54
may be made of polysilicon. Other materials will be provided
hereafter for this layer. Then, a handle 56, for example, made
of a semiconductor material, is installed on layer 54. Handle
56 may be a solid silicon wafer, and enables maintaining the
device while the manufacturing steps are carried out on the
rear surface of the image sensor.

At the step illustrated in FIG. 9, silicon support 34 and
insulating layer 32 have been removed. This removal step
being relatively conventional, it will not be further described
herein. The rear surface of the device is thus located at the
level of the lower surface of silicon substrate 30, and the ends
of columns 38 opposite to the active areas are accessible.

At the step illustrated in FIG. 10, insulating material 40
which extends in trenches 36 has been removed from the rear
surface of the device. Once this step has been carried out, it
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may be provided to carry out a device sawing step to form
elementary image sensors which will then be used individu-
ally.

At the step schematically illustrated in FIG. 11, stress has
been applied to the entire device to curve it, the rear surface
thereof having a hollow curved shape. Due to the above-
provided sizing, the rear surfaces of each of columns 38 draw
closer to one another until they meet, if need be, so that the
rear surface of the device, due to the deformation, has a
surface defining a hollow polyhedral cap. Advantageously,
the forming of layer 54 enables to avoid the forming of
fractures in the rest of the device.

It should be noted that the method provided herein is also
compatible with other methods enabling to improve the
deformation of the stack of interconnection levels 52, as well
as of handle 56.

As a variation, the step of deformation of the device to
curve it may be carried out while insulating material 40 is still
present if this material is capable of deforming, for example,
if it is provided to form a thin layer of insulating material in
the trenches, and then to fill the rest of the polysilicon
trenches.

FIGS. 12 and 13 illustrate an alternative embodiment of the
above-described method. FIG. 12 illustrates a step carried out
after the insulating material removal step of FIG. 10. In the
case of FIG. 12, the openings defined by etching of insulating
material 40 are filled with a material 60 capable of absorbing
mechanical stress, for example, polysilicon. Other examples
of materials 60 will be described hereafter.

At the step illustrated in FIG. 13, all devices have been
curved in the same way as in the step of FIG. 11. A device
having, at its rear surface, a curvature similar to the curvature
of the device in FIG. 11, is thus obtained, columns 38 being
separated by material 60.

FIG. 14 illustrates a result of a step of another variation of
the manufacturing method provided herein, obtained after the
step illustrated in FIG. 7.

In the case of FIG. 14, a handle 62 is directly installed on
interconnection stack 52, and not via a layer 54.

Handle 62 is provided to have, on its surface placed at the
surface of interconnection stack 52, a deep cavity defined at
least in front of the set of columns 38.

At a subsequent step, the set of columns 38 and intercon-
nection stack 52 are curved towards cavity 64 defined in
handle 62. A device in which only a portion of the assembly
formed of silicon substrate 30 and of interconnection stack 52
is curved, at the level of the image sensor pixels, and protrud-
ing into cavity 64, is thus obtained. The rear surfaces of
columns 38 draw closer to one another, or even meet, as
previously, to form a surface defining a hollow polyhedral
cap.

It should be noted that the alternative embodiment of FIG.
14 is also compatible with the step of filling of the trenches
formed by the removal of insulating material 40 described in
relation with FIGS. 12 and 13.

Advantageously, the methods described herein provide
image sensors having a relatively small radius of curvature,
smaller than 10 mm, or even smaller than 5 mm, without
causing fractures in silicon substrate 30.

Further, the definition of trenches 36 around each pixel of
the image sensor or a small number of image sensor pixels
provides the forming of a full sensor having a uniform cur-
vature over the entire sensor.

Specific embodiments have been described. Various alter-
ations and modifications will occur to those skilled in the art.
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In particular, it should be noted that the materials provided
herein are not limiting, especially as concerns the materials of
regions 54 and 60.

Indeed, although trenches 36 left empty or filled with poly-
silicon (material 60) have been described herein, trenches 36
may also be filled with silicon oxide (Si0,), with an associa-
tion of silicon oxide and of polysilicon (the oxide being
deposited on the trench walls, the polysilicon filling the space
remaining in the trenches), with an association of an oxide
and of metal such as copper or aluminum. Trenches 36 may be
filled with a polymer, the polymer deposition being per-
formed before the device curvature step. The above materials
may also be used to form layer 54 if desired.

It should further be noted that, although trenches 36 have
been described as defining vertical columns 38 of square
cross-section, different shapes of trenches 36 may be pro-
vided so that columns 38 have a polygonal cross-section,
adapted to the forming of a polyhedron in the curvature of the
device at the end of the process. Columns of rectangular
cross-section may also be provided, according to the curva-
ture desired at the end of the process. The columns may also
have other shapes, for example, conical or dome-shaped,
according to the etch mode used to define them.

Further, although substrate 30 and support 34 have been
described herein as being made of silicon, a substrate 30 and
a support 34 of another material than silicon may also be
provided. The SOI-type substrate provided herein may also
be replaced with a solid substrate: in this case, trenches 36 are
defined at the surface of a solid substrate at the step of FIG.
4A, and the thinning carried out at the step of FIG. 9 is
provided to expose the bottom of trenches 36.

Further, if desired, the stress applied at the steps of FIG. 11
or 13 may be such that the device takes a curvature opposite
to what has been shown, that s, so that columns 38 draw away
from one another to have a general polyhedral dome shape.

Various embodiments with different variations have been
described hereabove. It should be noted that those skilled in
the art may combine various elements of these various
embodiments and variations without showing any inventive
step.

Such alterations, modifications, and improvements are
intended to be part of this disclosure, and are intended to be
within the spirit and the scope of the present invention.
Accordingly, the foregoing description is by way of example
only and is not intended to be limiting. The present invention
is limited only as defined in the following claims and the
equivalents thereto.

What is claimed is:
1. A method for manufacturing an image sensor, compris-
ing the successive steps of:
defining, in a semiconductor substrate extending on a semi-
conductor support with an interposed insulating layer,
through trenches delimiting columns, each column hav-
ing a distal end and a proximal end separate from the
distal end;
forming one or more pixels in the distal end of each of the
columns; and
deforming a structure so that the proximal ends of each of
said columns come closer to each other or draw away
from each other to form a surface in the shape of a
polyhedral cap, wherein the proximal end of each col-
umn includes the semiconductor substrate without pix-
els.
2. The method of claim 1, wherein each of the columns has
an upper surface having a dimension that is smaller than 10
pm.
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3. The method of claim 1, further comprising, after the
defining through trenches, filling the through trenches with an
insulating material.

4. The method of claim 3, further comprising, before
deforming the structure, removing the insulating material.

5. The method of claim 4, wherein removing the insulating
material is followed by filling of the through trenches with a
material.

6. The method of claim 1, further comprising, after defin-
ing through trenches delimiting columns, forming an inter-
connection stack over the distal end of the columns.

7. The method of claim 6, further comprising, after the step
of forming an interconnection stack, forming a layer over the
interconnection stack and removing the semiconductor sup-
port and the insulating layer.

8. The method of claim 7, wherein prior to forming the
layer over the interconnection stack, forming, on the inter-
connection stack, a layer of a deformable material.

9. The method of claim 7, wherein prior to forming the
layer over the interconnection stack, etching of a cavity at a
surface of the layer, said cavity being defined and positioned
to coincide, at the installation, with the entire surface defined
by the columns.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein defining through
trenches delimiting columns is followed by a column wall
restoring step.

11. The method of claim 1, wherein defining through
trenches delimiting columns comprises at least one of plasma
etching, pulsed plasma etching, and reactive ion etching.

12. A method for manufacturing a semiconductor device,
the method comprising:

forming through trenches on a first side of a first semicon-

ductor substrate;

forming at least one pixel on a second side of the first

semiconductor substrate, wherein the second side is a
distal end and opposite to and spaced apart from the first
side;

placing a semiconductor support on the second side of the

first semiconductor substrate with an insulating layer
between the first semiconductor substrate and the semi-
conductor support;

positioning the first semiconductor substrate on a surface,

wherein the first side of the first semiconductor substrate
is the side closest to the surface; and

deforming the first semiconductor substrate, wherein the

first side of the first semiconductor substrate includes
semiconductor material and does not include one or
more pixels.

13. The method of claim 12, wherein the act of forming
through trenches creates columns on the first side of the first
semiconductor substrate.
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14. The method of claim 13, further comprising:

restoring the walls of the columns.

15. The method of claim 13, wherein the columns have a
dimension smaller than 10 pm.

16. The method of claim 12, wherein the through trenches
are formed using at least one of plasma etching, pulsed
plasma etching, or reactive ion etching.

17. The method of claim 12, further comprising:

filling the through trenches with a material.

18. The method of claim 17, wherein the material is an
insulating material.

19. The method of claim 12, further comprising:

forming at least one conductive via in the insulating layer

to form an interconnection stack.

20. The method of claim 19, further comprising:

forming a layer of a deformable material on the intercon-

nection stack.

21. The method of claim 12, wherein the through trenches
are patterned in concentric circles.

22. The method of claim 12, wherein the through trenches
are patterned in stripes.

23. The method of claim 12, wherein the through trenches
are patterned in a rosette.

24. The method of claim 12 wherein deforming the first
semiconductor substrate comprises applying stress that
causes the first semiconductor substrate to deform.

25. A method comprising:

forming through trenches in a substrate of semiconductor

material, the through trenches delimiting columns hav-
ing distal first ends and second ends separated from the
first ends, the substrate located on an insulating layer
over a support, the substrate, the insulating layer, and the
support forming a structure;

filling the through trenches with an insulating material;

forming a single pixel at the first end of each of the col-

umns;

removing the insulating material located in the through

trenches; and

deforming the structure in a manner that draws the second

ends of each of the columns closer to each other or draw
away from each other to form a surface in the shape of a
polyhedral cap, wherein the second ends of the columns
include the semiconductor material and do not include
pixels.

26. The method of claim 25, wherein filling the through
trenches comprises filling the through trenches at a first side
of'the substrate, and wherein removing the insulating material
comprises removing the insulating material at a second side
of the substrate.

27. The method of claim 25, wherein forming through
trenches includes at least one of plasma etching, pulsed
plasma etching, and reactive ion etching.
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